The Book of Revelation, the last and the only prophetical book of the New Testament, was addressed to seven of the early Christian churches (at Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea) and contains John of Patmos's account of a vision describing future events at the end of the world-most of which involves a final rebellion by Satan at Armageddon, God's final defeat of Satan, and the restoration of peace to the world. 1 It is without doubt one of the most controversial books in the Bible, so much so that in the 4th century many theologians-including the Greek prelate St. John Chrysostom, who harmonized the liturgical life of the Church by revising the prayers and rubrics of the Divine Liturgy -argued against its inclusion in the New Testament canon, primarily because of the difficulty even learned clerics faced in interpreting its apocalyptic passages. 2 In the end, the book was included in the accepted canon, although it remains the only book of the New Testament that is not read within the Divine Liturgy of the Eastern Orthodox Church. 3 Three interpretative views have developed over many years of scholarly and lay examination of the Book of Revelation and its nature as biblical prophecy. 2 The "preterist" view holds that the revelations contained in the book constitute a prophecy of events that were fulfilled in the 1st century. The "futurist" view assigns all prophecy to a future time, shortly before the second coming of Christ. The "historicist" view regards the prophecy as spanning the time from the end of the 1st century through the second coming of Christ. Regardless of which view prevails-influenced chiefly by the contemporary social context that determines, for example, what is orthodox versus what is hereticalnumerous constants remain. Chief among them is the concept of "armageddon," the final battle between the forces of good and the forces of evil (an application of the dualism doctrine, which pits two basic opposing elements against one another). 4 The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) released in January 2005 a prophetical book -AIDS in Africa: Three Scenarios to 2025-addressed to the universe of individuals who can make a life-or-death difference in the fate of that AIDS-ravaged continent. 5 Unlike the Book of Revelation, there is no room for interpretation when it comes to the virologic armageddon that may befall the continent of Africa based on the best analytical and predictive models available to epidemiological science. At its core, the book lays out three scenarios: 1) "Traps and legacies," which extrapolates current trends until 2025; 2) "Tough choices," which applies the trajectory of unarguably one of the most successful responses to a national AIDS epidemic to date (Uganda), adjusted for respective national levels of the epidemic; and 3) "Times of transition," which illustrates what might occur if a comprehensive response to the AIDS threat were rolled out across Africa as quickly as possible.
Much like the Book of Revelation, the UNAIDS book evokes images to illustrate the darkest of visions (or the decimation of millions of people from the ravages of AIDS) versus an uplifting and hope-inspiring outlook (or saving countless millions). Just as John of Patmos used imagery as symbolic depictions of timeless truths and, ultimately, the victory of good over evil, the authors of AIDS in Africa: Three Scenarios to 2025 utilize imagery-in this case, a series of figures-to paint a picture of Africa's future across the three aforementioned scenarios. Rather than confine to several paragraphs here the wisdom shared in what may one day be considered the piece of literature that transformed our global response to AIDS in Africa, the following six figures portray, 1) the horrific vision of a continent brought to its knees by AIDS; 2) one that is locked in battle but nonetheless lives in perpetual symbiosis with HIV as an endemic disease; and 3) one that achieves significant victories in its epic struggle by virtue of a world united in its rescue.
Although some may argue against doing so (questioning the epidemiological models used to arrive at UNAIDS's conclusions), many more would argue that our responsibility is to adopt the futurist view, just as many Christians hold the futurist view of the Book of Revelation.
Since this view assigns all of the prophecy of the Book of Revelation to some future time, Christians are thus called on to adjust their behavior accordingly. 6 Similarly, the world community should view the future of Africa from the perspective of Figures 1 and 2 .
Can we expect to gain any spiritual (or moral) reward from allowing a cumulative total of 66 million African adults (1980 to 2025) to die as a result of our collective inaction, or rest on our laurels when we witness adult HIV prevalence declining slightly from 5.6 percent in 2004 to 5.3 percent in 2025? 5 Africa's future is no less grim when viewed through the lens of Figures 3 and 4 . Is it enough under this scenario to say that the epidemic plateaued at 2.3 million AIDS-related adult deaths in 2025, or that HIV prevalence in adults decreased from 5.6 percent in 2004 to 3.3 percent in 2025? 5 And, while it may certainly be argued that in a world in which every life has value even 1.3 million adult deaths from AIDS ( Figure 5 ) and 1.9 million new adult HIV infections ( Figure 6 ) are still too many (Figure 3 ), would it not accrue to our favor-spiritual and/or otherwise-to achieve such an outcome and pray for an even greater decrease than is prophesied? And what of the children?
When faced with a plague of biblical proportions-as certainly the scourge of AIDS on the African continent can be aptly described-time is of the essence. In its Executive Summary, the book's authors state that, "above all, these scenarios tell us that, while on the one hand, any action is already too late for the millions who have died from AIDS, on the other hand, there is still time to change the future for many, many millions more." 5 Indeed, beyond the clinical battle we are waging against the human immunodeficiency virus, we are locked and engaged in a battle between two opposing social elements: complacency (personal and political) versus action. Giving in to the former will guarantee virologic armageddon; subscribing to the latter may mean salvation for millions. ■
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